Stewart
McPherson's speed in churning out books on carnivorous plants is breathtaking -all the more considering the high quality of his works. Together with a handful of other recognised experts in the field, he dedicated his latest release to one of the prototypical families of carnivorous plants, the Sarraceniaceae.
Together with the Old World genus Nepenthes, the Sarraceniaceae from the New World make up most of the species commonly known as "pitcher plants". Their tubular, water-filled pitfall traps can exceed one metre in height and often exhibit spectacular colorations. The family comprises three genera which occur in different regions of the Americas: Heliamphora in the Guiana Highlands, Sarracenia in southern Canada and the eastern United States and Darlingtonia in northern California and Oregon. According to this distribution pattern, Stewart McPherson and co-authors decided to cover the fascinating diversity of the family separately in two books, Sarraceniaceae of South America and Sarraceniaceae of North America. Although not readily recognisable by their titles, these two books together form a whole, which is supposed to be no less than the first complete monograph of the Sarraceniaceae.
The intended first volume provides a general introduction to the entire family and treats the South American genus Heliamphora, whereas the second volume deals with the North American genera Sarracenia and Darlingtonia. Nevertheless, both volumes are self-contained and can be perfectly used without the other, according to the particular interests of the reader.
For every genus, introductory chapters provide information on distribution, botanical history, morphology and ecology, in each case reviewing the available scientific studies and referring to the relevant literature. The ecology chapter focuses on habitats, pollination, and -a matter of course for carnivorous plants -prey. The main body of the generic treatments consists of sections for all species recognised by the authors and, where applicable, their respective subspecies, varieties and forms. Following the reference to the taxon's original description, these species treatments give profound and state-of-the-art information on taxonomic issues, distribution, habitats and other ecological topics. Thereafter, the taxon in question is presented in terms of a detailed morphological description, concluding with a summary of how to distinguish it from others. Each species treatment comes with a distribution map and is studded with photographs, nearly exclusively of very high quality and wherever possible from the plants' natural habitats. For many rare taxa, this actually means that the only existing photographs are presented. Following the detailed species sections and a chapter on natural hybrids within the respective genus, the generic treatments continue with chapters on traditional uses, other organisms associated with the pitcher plants, cultivation requirements and conservation status.
Despite this general outline shared by all three genera, their handling within the respective chapters is considerably heterogeneous, both regarding their taxonomic treatment and the attention to detail applied in the presentations of individual species and infraspecific taxa. However, these differences are perfectly deliberate and, as pointed out explicitly by the authors, they reflect crucial dissimilarities in the morphological differentiation and the biogeography of the species, in the history of their botanical exploration and, interestingly enough, in their conservation status.
While the high diversity within the genus Heliamphora is nearly exclusively treated at the species level, the astonishing variability within Sarracenia and Darlingtonia is mainly addressed at various infraspecific levels. This is in line with the entirely distinct morphology of the different Heliamphora species as opposed to the distinctive but less significant coloration patterns and size differentiation among the varieties and forms of the relatively few Sarracenia and Darlingtonia species. As convincingly discussed by the authors, this disparity is associated with the completely different distribution patterns of the genera. Speciation in Heliamphora was fostered by a long-standing isolation of populations on the Precambrian sandstone plateaus of the numerous Tepuis in the Guiana Highlands. In contrast, Sarracenia species and even Darlingtonia californica with its relatively restricted range have very broad distributions compared to Heliamphora, which caused a much more pronounced differentiation within the species.
These variant distribution patterns also led to a remarkable difference in the scientific discovery of the genera. While the first known illustration of a Sarracenia species dates back to the 16th century, the first Heliamphora species found by European scientists was discovered not earlier than 1838 on Mount Roraima -and for nearly a century, this was the only known species. Generally, due to the species' remote and inaccessible habitats in the "Lost World" of the Tepuis, the genus Heliamphora is among the least studied of all carnivorous plants; whereas Sarracenia and Darlingtonia are probably among the best studied, which is reflected in their somewhat meticulous distribution maps and lists at the county level given in the second volume.
As a result of these biological and historic differences, 23 species of Heliamphora are recognised, out of which only one species is treated in two varieties. Furthermore, three incompletely known taxa are discussed and described as far as possible, and eleven natural hybrids are presented in the first volume. In contrast, the second volume treats the single species of Darlingtonia in two forms, and the eight species of Sarracenia are divided in no less than 42 infraspecific taxa, one of which is classified as incompletely diagnosed. Besides distinctive differences in coloration and size, "splitting" most of the North American species up to the level of varieties and forms is also justified by the authors with an improved feasibility to monitor distinctive and, at the same time, endangered populations.
Since 18 of these Sarracenia varieties and forms as well as one Darlingtonia form are recognised for the first time, they are taxonomically described and many previously informal names are thus validated. These descriptions are pooled in the Appendix of the second volume and feature colour sketches to highlight the important differences in colouration patterns among the respective infraspecific taxa. Likewise, in the Appendix of the first volume, four Heliamphora species are described as new to science (H. arenicola, H. ceracea, H. collina and H. purpurascens), and H. neblinae var. parva is raised to the species level (as H. parva). In this case, the descriptions of the new species are accompanied by detailed morphological drawings.
Apart from the Appendix, each volume features its own glossary, bibliography and index, as well as a chapter on societies and recommended horticultural suppliers of American pitcher plants, including the nursery of one of the authors (A. Wistuba). Since a great deal of the audience addressed by this work might comprise private collectors of carnivorous plants and other interested hobbyists, this practical guidance is without question a very useful part of the books.
A small concession to this broad audience might consist in a few points which are somewhat unusual for a scientific monograph. Although synonyms are mostly given for the species, they are rather hidden within the text and, in most cases, do not appear anywhere in the Index or in a separate list of synonyms. This is a little disappointing, since it would have caused the books to be only slightly more cumbersome for non-taxonomists, but much more useful as a scientific monograph. Another shortcoming of this two-part book is the lack of identification keys for the taxa within the Sarraceniaceae. Indeed, a table clearly summarises distinguishing characters of the three genera, and for species and infraspecific taxa, diagnostic features are given within the text. Furthermore, the authors explicitly do justify the omission of identification keys due to the polymorphism of many species. From a taxonomist's point of view, however, the inclusion of keys nonetheless would have been highly desirable for practical identification reasons. And, ultimately, a taxonomic concept which cannot be implemented in an identification key always leaves some room for doubt about its viability.
Despite these few and minor flaws, this magnificent work is clearly the result of decades dedicated to the research on carnivorous plants and of numerous field trips, many of them to impressively remote areas. The text is easily comprehensible and scientifically profound at the same time, and the plethora of brilliant photographs document the astonishing diversity of the family at the best. In conclusion, Sarraceniaceae of South America and Sarraceniaceae of North America are the ideal companions for everybody interested in New World pitcher plants. 
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